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The Cuban government mounted a whirlwind diplomatic offensive in June, sending high-level
officials around Latin America and Europe to win support against recent moves in the US Congress
to strengthen the economic embargo against the island (see NotiCen, 06/12/97). At the same time, a
new congressional initiative aimed at softening the embargo has achieved some bipartisan support.
Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Cuban parliament, began the diplomatic campaign on June 9 with
a press conference where he circulated a lengthy report analyzing the proposed changes in HelmsBurton and other embargo legislation.
Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina met with all ambassadors in Cuba from European Union
countries to review the proposals. Over the next few days, Robaina also held similar meetings
with diplomats from Latin American countries and the Vatican. Next, a team of officials fanned
out through Latin America and Europe to lay out the Cuban case against what Robaina called
US "subversion" of Cuba. Robaina traveled throughout Central America and to Mexico and the
Dominican Republic.
Vice president Carlos Lage, Alarcon, and Minister for Foreign Investment Ibrahim Ferradaz carried
the same message to South America. Foreign relations vice ministers Jorge Bolanos and Isabel
Allende visited Canada, the Vatican, the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Geneva, and EU
officials in Brussels and Amsterdam. Robaina said he was not looking for pronouncements or aid
from his neighbors, but recalled that Latin Americans have on many occasions expressed their
opposition to extraterritorial laws, such as the Helms-Burton Act.

Castro warns neighbors that this could happen to them
The emissaries to Latin American heads of state carried a letter from President Fidel Castro that
warns of the precedent set by the embargo. "Cuba hopes that the governments in the region are
fully aware that the maneuver that today is being plotted against [Cuba], tomorrow can be aimed
against any other country in Latin America and the Caribbean," wrote Castro in the letter.
The official US reaction to the diplomatic initiative was to frame it as a sign that the embargo is
working. State Department coordinator of Cuban affairs Michael Ranneberger attributed the
"strident tone" coming from Havana to increased international pressure for change in Cuba.
Bipartisan bill in US House would ease embargo Meanwhile, as the proposals to stiffen the embargo
work their way through the US Congress, a bipartisan group of 12 representatives in the House
introduced a bill to eliminate restrictions on the sale of food and medicine to Cuba. As yet, the bill
has no sponsors in the Senate and congressional sources say there is little chance that a similar
Senate bill could get past Jesse Helms (R-NC), the powerful chairman of the Foreign Relations
Committee.
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However, Rep. Charles Rangel (D-NY) one of the bill's sponsors said that he thought the bill would
reach the House floor sometime this year. One of the four Republican sponsors, Jim Leach of Iowa,
said that the bill was one step toward solving the thorny issue of US-Cuban relations and that
others might follow. Anti-Castro representatives attack bipartisan bill Nevertheless, representatives
Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL), Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), and Robert Menendez (D-NJ) called a press
conference to oppose the bill. Diaz-Balart rejected the notion that the embargo had caused suffering
in Cuba as a result of shortages of food and medicine, calling it a "myth."
"Cuba can buy medicines anywhere in the world," said Diaz-Balart. "Nothing in the US sanctions
prohibits that." According to Diaz-Balart, the sponsors of the bill are using the issue of humanitarian
assistance as the first step toward eventually lifting the embargo altogether. White House
spokesman Mike McCurry said that President Bill Clinton was also concerned about humanitarian
conditions in Cuba and that he would study the bill. But, he added, "those conditions arise because
of the nature of a very brutal, totalitarian regime." [Sources: El Panama America, 06/10/97; Notimex,
06/03/97; 06/10/97; Associated Press, 06/11/97; Inter Press Service, 06/17/97; Reuter, 6/10/97, 06/11/97,
06/17/97, 06/18/97; La Jornada (Mexico), 06/19/97]
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